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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study compares the results of an indirect and a direct measure of writing ability: the
Florida State Student Assessment Test, Part | (SSAT-1), and the Production Writing Assessment,
both administered to Dade County tenth graders in the spring of 1987. The purpose of this study
is to determine similarities and/or differences between results of these two inst-uments.
Findings will be disseminated to the district school board and local schools.

Description

The SSAT-1 is an untimed test containing a section indirectly measuring writing ability through
multiple-choice items addressing specific skills such as punctuation, capitalization, spelling,
and grammar. The Production Writing Ass~ssment is a direct measurement of writing
performance requiring students to wriie an essay on a given topic within one clsss period.

For this report, two procedures were used in the Production Writing Assessment. One involved
holistic scoring, the other analytical scoring. Holistic scores for the 3386 papers in the sample
provided an overview of students' general writing ability. The randomly selected essays were
independently rated by professional readers on a scale of 1 (low) to 4 (high). Final scores were
ihe sum of the twe scores. Second, randomly selected subsets of each holistic score group in the
sample were independently and analytically scored to obtain skill-specific information
regarding students’ ability to apply the SSAT-! skills.

To estimate the reliability/peicent agreement of the two analytical raters, the analytical scores
for two skills from papers of the lowest holistic score group (2-3) were compared. For the two
skills,the percents of agreement between the two raters’ scores were 99% and 97%. Thus it is
apparent that any difference between the SSAT-I and the analytically scored results is not likely
due to a lack of consistency/reliability in the analytical scoring procedures. Results of the
SSAT-I and the analytical scoring were sorted by the four holistic writing score groups (2-3,
4, 5-C and 7-8) and then compared to determine if the two measurements of the same skills
would yield similar results.

Eindi

Overall, students perform less well on the SSAT-I items measuring particular skills than on
these same skills in actual writing measured analytically. This difference is greatest among
students with low holistic writing scores ,2-3). The SSAT writing results are of limited use in
diagnosing, on a skill-by-skill basis, the type and frequency of errors a below-average student
will make in actual writing.

More specifically, the findings indicate the following:
(1) Results of the SSAT-I agree reasonably closely with those from analytically scored
production writing only when the students have fairly high levels of overall writing
skill.

(2} For below-average students, scores representing the same skills tend to be lower on
the SSAT-I than on the analytically scored papers.
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(2) The SSAT-! results tend to penalize students with lower levels of overall writing skill.
Moreover, the SSAT-1 multiple-choice format may even lead to a misdiagnosis,
particularly in subject-verb agreement and irregular verb usage, of these students'

major problems.

(4) Such diagnostic inaccuracies and/or insufficiencies and the deficiency label placed on
schools when SSAT-I scores in a skill area fall below eighty parcent passing may lead
to incorrectly focused instruction. The possile result can be to harm rather than help
the student, and to misinform the instructor and/or the curriculum dsigner. Quite
simply, these results appear (o us) to call into question the usefulness of the
diagnostic information arising from SSAT— writing results, at least at grade 10.

(5) Florida law requires that schools with SSAT-! results below a certain minimum be
labeled "eficient.” Using the writing portion of the SSAT-I as the criteria for labeling
schools deficient is at best debatable because the SSAT appe: 's to be a questionable
indicator of the actual writing ability of low-level students. Further, because of the
nature of writing, exclusive use of the multiple-choice format writing portion does
not appear to be an adequate assessment for the measurement of writing skills.

Conclusions

From a somewhat speculative point of view, it is thought that the higher analytical scores arise,
at least in part, from students' knowing they do not know, and therefore avoiding words or
phrases of which they are uncertain, and substituting structures less likely to be wrong.

In any case, assessing writing skilis indirectly througin objective measures yields one sat of
results while direct assessment by means of production writing may yield another. That each
has its advantages and disadvantages suggests that the exclusive use of one or the other may lead
to misinformation regarding the level of students’ writing skills.




A COMPARISON OF 1987 RESULTS OF SSAT-I WRITING
AND PRODUCTION WRITING ASSESSMENT

PURPOSE OF STUDY

The purpose of this study is to determine similarities and/or differences
between results of the March 1987 SSAT-I Writing and the February 1987
Production Writing Assessment, both administered to Dade County tenth graders.
This study is an attempt to ascertain whether student performance on an
objective assessment of writing skills matches that on a direct assessment of
student production writing.

DESCRIPTION OF ASSESSMENTS UNDER COMPARISON

The State Student Assessment Test Part I is an untimed instrument that
contairs a section indirectly measurirg writ*n? ability through multiple-
choice items addressing ten specific writing skills. Among the skills included
are punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and grammar. (Refer to Appendix A
for a complete 1isting of the SSAT-I writing skills addressed on the March
1987 test.) Scoring is on a pass-fail basis determined by the criteria of 80%
correct (four of five items) for each of nine skills and 7°% correct (seven of
ten) for the tenth (spelling). Results of the test are used for the initial
assessment of students’ basic skills (to diagnose whether remediation is
needed) and for the determination of schools’ deficient/nondeficient status.

The Production Writing Assessment was administered in an attempt to gain an
impression of the impact on students of the state-mandated Writing Enhancement
Program. It is a direct measurement of writing performance requiring students
to write one essay as a response to a given topic (prompt) within one class
period. Test directions suggested activities for prewriting and
revising/proofreading, and offered advice for tudgeting time.

For purposes of the current report, two procedires were used in the Production
Writing Assessment. One involved holistic scoring; the other, analytical
scoring. First, the "0listic scorinc method provided an overview of students’
general writing ability. In this procedure, professional readers holistically
Judged each essay’s overall effectiveness regarding focus, organization,
sentence structure, vocabulary, and mechanics. Randomly selected essays were
independently rated by two readers on a scale of 1 (low) to 4 (high). Final
scores were the sum of the two readers’ scores, from 2 to 8. (Appendix B
contains the holistic scoring guide developed by Dade County for use by the
scoring company, and examples of studants’ essays.)

fecond, the analytical scoring method was employed to obtain skill-specific
information regarding students’ ability to apply the nine recently tested
SSAT-1 writing skills. In this procedure, two local readers independently
scored randomly sampled subsets of essays from each of four holistic score
groups. Specific skills were isolated and scored individually. In this case,
readers scored students’ use of SSAT-] skills addressing punctuation,
capitalization, spelling, and grammar.

Results of the SSAT-I and the analytical scoring were sorted by four holistic

writing score groups and then compared to determine if the two measurements of
the same skills would yield similar results.
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OUTCOMES EXPECTED OF THE STUDY

Student performance on the objective test (SSAT) was expected to be better
than, or at least equivalent to, performance on tke analytically scored
Production Writing Assessment (PWA) essays for the following reasons:

1. Multiple-choice recognition items are g:nerally thought to be easier
than production writing items.

2. Each section of an objective test focuses on a single specific skill,
unlike production writing which entails thought development as well as
multiple-skill application.

3. The SSAT 1is untimed, freeing students from the pressure of time
constraints. The PWA was administered in one class period, requiring
students to read an' "unfamiliar" prompt, to plan and write a response
to it, and to revise the essay that resulted.

4. According to research done by Hembree and reported in the Journal for
Rese (1987, vol. 18, No. 3, 197-214),
comparisons of multiple-choice and open-response test formats show
different results. When answers for both formats were scored right or
wrong without partial credit, the multiple-choice format generally
yielded higher percentage correct results.

PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY

The classic study of the measurement of writing ability was conducted by Fred
I. Godshalk and his coworkers*, the focus of which was to investigate the
relative validity of different approaches to the measurement of English
composition skills. Its findings indicate that multiple-choice items tend to
be somewhat predictive of students’ writing skills, but that the best measure
of such skills is a combination of multiple-choice items and production
writing.

*According to Godshalk in nt ing (College Entrance
Examination Board, 1966), while objective measures of writing skills may be
somewhat predictive of levels of students’ actual writing performance, the
most efficient predictor of a reliable direct measure of writing ability is
one which includes essay questions or interlinear exercises in combination
with objective questions. In an interlinear exercise, a student is required to
find errors in sentence structure and/or grammar within poorly written
passages, and then to supply more appropriate forms to correct those
deficiencies. Students write their corrections between the lines of the
passage, hence the term “interlinear®. This is not to be confused with the
selection/multiple-choice format found in, for example, the Stanford
Achievement Test.
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In the current study, the holistic scoring method was employed to gain an
overall impression of students’ writing ability ‘However, in order not to
overlook specific characteristics of good writing, an analytical scoring
guide or rubric was developed by local language arts teachers and other
professionals. It is a five-point set of standards addressing focus,
organization, sentence structure, vecabulary, and mechanics. This rubric was
used to guide the identification of essays as "anchor” papers, those essays
which, by consensus, typify each score. This procedure is contrary to
traditional holistic scoring. That is, in a true holistic procedure, raters
have no predetermined set of standards guiding their score assignments.
Instead, their rating is based only on an overall impression of the paper from
excellent to poor, relative to all other papers in the study.

However, using the amalytical guide to provide a score that reflects only an
overall impression resul.s in a combination of the analytical and holistic
methods. That is, it requires readers to Judge an essay’s merits based on pre-
established analytical criteria, while also asking them to provide a score for
the essay based on its holistic impression only. The committee used the
analytical-based rubric to identify papers that typified the characteristics
of the score groups they represented. The rating assigned to each anchor paper
was the consensus of at least three committee members. Two anchor papers for
each score were sent to the North Carolina scoring facility, along with the
scoring rubric, to illustrate the standards that the raters were to maintain
in making their judgements. Raters’ Judgements were thza subject to standards
set by language arts prefessionals, and were not based on a paper’s relative
merits. The result was that a modified-holistic scoring method was employed.
This procedure, combining the elements cf the analytical and holistic scoring
methods, provides results that are less subject to the "relativistic®
criticism that pure holistic scoring might elicit.

The holistic scores used herein provided a picture of students’ overall
writing ability and divided their essays into seven score groups from low (2)
to high (8). Then, to simplify data analysis, these seven sets of scores were
reduced to four: those with holistic scores of 2-3 (107 students), 4 (1739
students), 5-6 (1218 students), and 7-8 (322 students). Then, because holistic
scores do not provide skill-specific information, random subsets of papers
from the four score groups were analytically scored with regard to the writing
skills assessed on the 1987 SSAT-I.

SSAT-1 writing data were also sorted by the same low-to-aigh holistic writing
score groups of 2-3, 4, 5-6, and 7-8. Passing/failing percentag:s were
reported by holistic score group for each of the ten writing skills assessed
in the SSAT-1. Because one of the skills (B 18, Generate headings for groups
of words or phrases) did not apply to production writing, only the remaining
nine skills were analyzed in students’ essays.

Analytically scoring the essays involved isolating the nine writing skills
addressed by the SSAT-I and scoring ihem individually. According to Spandel
and Stiggins in : tions,
1981, analytical scoring is appropriate if the intended outcome is to measure
and report students’ ability to deal with specific conventions of writing,
such as punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and grammar.
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Initially, fifteen essays from each writing score group were randomly drawn
for analysis, but to corroborate the initial findings in the lowest score
group (i.e., holistic scores of 2-3), ten additional papers were randomly
drawn for that group only. Using the analytical method of scoring essays
explained earlier, two language arts specialists independently rated each
essay on nine separate skills.

In order to estimate the reliability/percent agreement of the two analytical
scorers, the twenty-five papers from the lowest holistic scoring group were
used. This group represents a worst case analysis because it is the group for
which there 1{s greatest disagreement between the ISAT and the Production
Writing results (see "Results of the Study® later presented), and it is the
group for which the students’ production writing error rates were the highest.
For this group, two of the nine assessed skills were randomly selected to make
the comparisons between the two independent scorers’ results. The two skills
selected were spelling and subject/verb agreement. Because of the time and
effort-involved in calculating scorers’ agreement, thirteen of the twenty-five
napers were randomly seiected to assess agreement in the skill of spelling,
and the remzining twelve were used to assess scorers’ agreement in the skill
of subject/verb agreement.

Exclusive of the words "a”, "an", and "the", the number of words identified as
misspelled was calculated for each of the two scorers, and the error rates
were subsequently converted to percentages indicating the number of misspel led
words per hundred. On average, the difference between the error rates for the
two scorers was slightly less than one percent; that is, for 99 out of 100
words identified as being correctly/incorrectly spelled, they agreed on
slightly more than 99.

Regarding subject/verb agreement, the second randomly selected skill, the
percentages of agreement were sligitly lower, but still very high. In this
particular case, the average percent of agreement between the two scorers’
results, across the twelve papers, was 97%.

In order to develop a basis for calculating a common type of error rate for
the SSAT and the analytical scores of the preduction writing, the SSAT
pass/fail criteria were applied to the analytical scores. That is, eighty
percent accuracy was required to pass each skill except spelling (G 58) for
which seventy percent accuracy was required cn the SSAT. However, in the
anaiytic scoring of the essays, the criteria for spelling mastery was stricter
than for the SSAT. There the error rate was based on (1) the holistic writing
score jtself, because as those scores increased, so did expectaticns of
student achievement; and (2) the consideration that, in production writing,
students are more 1ikely to use words they know how i~ spell. As a result of
these considerations, incorrectly spelled words could aot exceed seven, five,
four, and three percent for writing score groups 2-3, 4, 5-6, and 7-8
respactively.




RESULTS OF THE STUDY

Overall, as the chart on page 6 i1lustrates, students perform less well on the
SSAT items measuring particular skills than on these same skills in actual
writing. Moreover, this difference is greatest when students have low holistic
writing scores (2-3). These students made ten percent or higher analytical
scores on five of the nine skills (i.e., those measured on the multiple-choice
SSAT and scored analytically on the written passages), and they made
significantly Tower scores on none of the nine skills. Only for the group
earning the highest holistic scores (7-8) did the results of the two
procedures yield essentially equivalent results. Even here, however, there was
some disagreement on two of the nine skills; in one case, SSAT scores were
higher and in the other, the analytical results were higher.

Somewhat more specificaliy, in the three skills focusing on subject-verb
agreement, use of irregular verbs, and spelling words with suffixes, the SSAT
results tend to differ substantially for the low holistic score group. SSAT
results here were twenty or more percentage points lower than the results from
the analytical scoring. A more detailed discussion for the low hoiistic score
group follows.

- - AN S AGR
Only 38% of the students in the lowest holistic score group passed this
SSAT skill by identifying the correct form of subject or serb in at least
Tour of five given items, but 56% of the essays scored analytically
contained no errors at all in this skill. Another 36% of the essays had no
more than twenty .ercent errors; therefore, 92% of the 2-3 students
demonstrated "mastery” of this skill in actual writing practice, a
difference of fifty-four percentage points over the SSAT results.

- - P EGULAR VERBS
Cn_the SSAT, this skill was passed by 43% of the students in the lowest
holistic score group. Of the twenty-five essays studied from this group,
52% were completely free of errors in thz use of irregular verbs, and
another 24% had no more than twenty percent errors. Thus, 76% of these
students demonstrated this skill successfully in actual writing, 33% more
than on the SSAT.

- N - APPLY I NS F ING COMMON SUFFI :
On the SSAT, 66% of the students in the lowest holistic score group passed
this skill, but, by applying the SSAT error rate to the analytical scores,
all in this group "passed” in actual writing.

(For a more thorough presentation of the skil1-by-skill comparison for the
four groups, see Appendix C.)

Considering the overall results for the study, there was only low-to-moderate
agreement between the SSAT-I writing scores and the PWA holistic scores. The
(Pearson) correlation was .42 across the nearly 3200 students. On average,
students with low holistic scores tended also to have lower SSAT multiple-
choice scores, but the skill-by-skill comparisons provided herein indicate
quite strongly that skill-specific SSAT writing results are of limited use in




SKILLS

A1l0
Subj-verb
Agreement

A1l
Irregular
Verhs

B 20
Organize
Topic

G 58
Spelling

G 61
Spelling
Suffixes

H 68
Comma in
Dir. Add.

H 69
Apostrophe
Poss. Nouns

I74
Caps in
Titles

175
Caps on
N/Adj

# of randomly
drawn pap s

PERCENT PASSING WRITING SKILLS
IN SSAT-1 AND PRODUCTION WRITING ASSESSMENT

HOLISTIC WRITING SCORS GROU?S

Low
2-3

SSAT PWA
38 ** 92

43 ** 76

65 64

68 ** 80

66 ** 100

56 (not
used)

32 29
(28% used)

16 (not
used)

44 ** 59

25

**SSAT 10%+ < Production Writing = § 4
*SSAT 10%+ > Production Writing = 1 2

Average High Average
4 5-6
SSAT  PWA SSAT  PWA
60 ** 100 81 ** 100
75 ** 87 89 93
81 ** 100 93 93
85 87 95 100
81 ** 100 90 ** 100
74  (not 91 (not
used) used)
47 * 29 61 63
(47% used) (53% used)
37 (not 53 ** g0
used) (33% used)
73 * 50 87 * 67
15 15
23 4 56 7-8
3 1
1 1

Usage rates in PWA below 25% are shown as "not used".

-
(]

High
7-8
SSAT  PWA
93 100
97 100
97 100
99 100
98 100
95 (not
used)
73 * 33
(60% used)
73 **]100
(27% used)
92

85
(87% used)
15

Total of 9 skills
and levels
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indicating the type and frequency of errors a student will make in actual
writing. That {s, thke SSAT writing results can hardly be considered
diagnostic, on a skill-by-skill basis, for below-average students.

From a measurement point of view, the weakness in SSAT "diagnoses” is quite
understandable, even predictable, and this for at least two reasons. First,
there are simply nut enough questions on any skill for the results, i.e., the
diagnosis, tc be reliable. Secondly, the questions used to "measure” a
particular skill more than cccasionally appear to have questionable content
validity. At times this is due to the nature of the skili when placed into a
multiple-choice assessment format, e.g., in Skills G 58 and G 61, where
students’ spelling ability is assessed by identifying the correctly spelled
forms from a controlled vocabulary 1ist, rather than by correctly spelling
words used in composition. At other times, it appears that one or more
specific questions are at best rat’>r obtuse measures of the skill,
particularly at a minimum-performance ic.el. To illustrate, in Skill H 69,
students are to identify a correct possessive form using an apostrophe and "s"
for nouns not ending in "s", as in, for example, "wharf’s".

For still another reason, the two sets of scores (one derived from analysis of
written passages and the other from skill-specific multiple-choice items) may
well differ. In actual writing, the student may know he does not know, and
therefore avoid using the word or phrase in question, substituting in its
place another that he does know. This knowledge/skill is surely important in
writing, although it car. never be measured in a multiple-choice format - a
problem somewhat analogous to (but more critical than) measuring the skill of
"estimation” in mathematics.

CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY

Effort must be made to consider what are regarded as adequate levels of
writing ability. For example, what is the effect of correct subject-verb
agreement on a student’s overall writing ability? As has been mentioned, 92%
of the students in the lowest holistic score group have demonstrated that they
can write sentences in which subjects and verbs agree, and this with few
errors. However, does this mean that they are good or even moderately good
writers? What must be considered is that students of Tow ability might kncw
that they do not know how to deal with the more difficult or complex
structures. Therefore, by avoiding, for example, the use of prepositional
phrases between subject and verb, students can ther write with minimal errors
in this skill. Yet the ‘same group of students can and do respond with
differing levels of skill on multiple-choice items requiring an identification
of the correct structure, perhaps from a 1ist of controlled difficulty. This

dif{erence calls into question what one means by adequate levels of writing
ability.

The types of writing range from that generated by students who use simple
structures incorrectly or correctly to that of students who use compl ex
structures incorrectly or correctly. Where "adequate writing” falls along the
continuum between these extremes is not a question that can be easily
resolved, but it is one which must be recognized. Assessing writing skills by
means of objective measures yields one set of results while direct assessment
through production writing may yield another. That each has its advantages and
disadvantages suggests that the exclusive use of one or the other may jead to
misinformation regarding the level of students’ writing skills,




Overall, then, the data provided herein indicate the following:

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Results of the SSAT-I agres reasonably closely with those from
analytically scored produci;ion writing only when the students have
fairly high levels of overall writing skill.

For below-average students, scores representing the same skills tend
to be lower on the SSAT-I than on the analytically scored papers.

The SSAT-I results tend to penalize students with lower levels of
overall writing skill. Moreover, the SSAT multiple-choice format may
even lead to a misdiagnosis, particularly in verb usage, of these
students’ major problems.

Such diagnostic 1inaccuracies and/or insufficiencies, and the
deficiency 1abel placed on schools when SSAT-I scores in a skill area
fall below eighty percent passing may lead to incorrectly focused
instruction. The possible resvit can be to harm rather than help the
student, and to misinform the instructor and/or the curriculum
designer. Quite simply, these results appear (to us) to call into
question the usefulness of the diagnostic information arising from
SSAT-I writing results, at least at grade 10.

Using the writing portion of the SSAT-I as part of the criteria fer
labeling schools deficient is at best debatable because the SSAT
appears to be a questionable indicator of the actual writing ability
of low-level students. Further, because of the nature of writing,
exclusive use of the multiple-choice format writing portion does not
aﬁpﬁr to be an adequate assas-ment for the measurement of writing
skills.
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APPENDIX A
SSAT-I WRITING SKILLS ASSESSED IN 1987




SSAT-1 WRITING SKILLS ASSESSED IN 1987

Standard/Skill  Criterion Skill Statement

iti

A 10 4/5 Make subjects and verbs agree.

A1ll 4/5 Use appropriate forms of common irregular
verbs.
Organization

B 18 4/5 Generate headings for groups of words or
phrases.

B 20 4/5 Organize information related to a single
topic.

ion, Capitalizatio

G 58 7/10 Spell words needed in writing through grade
ten.

G 61 4/5 Apply generalizations for adding common
suffixes.

H 68 4/5 Use the comma to set off proper names in
direct address.

H 69 4/5 Use apostrophe and "s" for possessive nouns
not ending in "s."”

I74 4/5 Capitalize appropriate words in titles.

175 4/5 Capitalize proper nouns and proper

adjectives.




APPENDIX B
PRODUCTION WRITING ASSESSMENT
PART I: HOLISTIC SCORING GUIDE
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" HOLISTIC SCORING GUIDE

4 POINT

An excellent paper has all or mo<’ of the following:

- a clear focus which is appropriate to the prompt

- good organization including an introduction, details, and a conclusion
effective sentence structure, appropriate to the topic and varied in
pattern
specific and vivid vocabulary that shows insight into the topic
- few or no errors in conventions of standard American English

3 POINT

A good paper has all or most of the following:
- a focus which is generally clear and appropriate to the prompt
- good organization which may, however, lack a clear introduction, suffi-
cient details, or a conclusion

- effective and appropriate sentence structure in most sentences
- appropriate vocabulary that shows some insight into the topic
- some errors in the conventions of standard American English

2 POINT

An adequate paper has all or most of the following: :
- a focus which is appropriate but in many parts unclear
- unclear organization in much of the composition

- generally adequate sentence structure which may contain awkward con-
structions

- many errors in the conventions of standard American English

1 POINT

An inadequate paper has all or most of the following:

- a focus which is inappropriate and generally unclear

- no recognizable organization
inadequate sentence structure that detracts from the meaning
vague or dull vocabulary

- gan¥i serious errors in the use of the conventions of standard American
nglish

9 POINT

This paper is blank, illegible, written in a foreign language, has insuffi-

cient amount of writing to evaluate, or is totally inappropriate to the
task.




APPENDIX B
PRODUCTION WRITING ASSESSMENT

PART II: EXAMPLES OF HOLISTICALLY SCORED STUDENTS’ ESSAYS
FROM THE 1986 PRODUCTION WRITING TEST
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1986 PRODUCTION WRITING TEST

PROMPT: Consider .- all.of the teachers you-have had-in -school.
Identify one that you - consider unforgettable. Describe that
person so the reader will know why he or she is so memorable to
you. Include incidents or memories to show why that teacher is

unforgettable.
HOLISTIC SCORE: 4

PROMPT NUMBER: 13
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HOLISTIC SCCRE:s 4
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HOLISTIC SCORE:s 3
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1986 PRODUCTION WRITING TEST

HOLISTIC SCOREs 3

PROMPT NUMBERS 13 __
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HOLISTIC SCORE:s @
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HOLISTIC SCORE:s 2
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HOLISTIC SCORE: 1
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HOLISTIC SCORE: 1
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APPENDIX C
RESULTS OF ANALYTICAL SCORING

COMPARISONS OF RESULTS FOR SKILLS
WHERE GREATEST DATA DIFFERENCES OCCUR
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COMPARISONS OF RESULTS FOR SKILLS
WHERE_ GREATEST DATA DIFFERENCES OCCUR

A 10 - MAKE SUBJECTS AND VERBS AGREE

This skill was passed on the SSAT by 38% of the students in holistic writing
score group 2-3, 60% of score group 4, 81% of group 5-6, and 93% of group 7-8.
But in actual writing performance, students in all g- 'ps "mastered" this
skill much more frequently than one might expect from the SSAT scores.

The greatest difference between analytical results and the SSAT scores occurs
among students with holistic scores of 2-3. Only 38% of these students passed
this SSAT skill by identifying the correct form of subject or verb in at least
four of five items, but in actual writing, 56% made no errors at all in this
skill. Another 36% of the papers contained up to twenty percent errors, for a
total of 92% of the 2-3 students demonsirating “mastery” of this skill in
actual writing practice, a difference of fifty-four percentage points more
than the SSAT results.

Of the students whose holistic writing score is 4, 60% passed the subject-verb
agreement skill on the SSAT. However, in the fifteen essays studied from this
group, 87% had no errors in subject-verb agre ment. icreover, no student had
more than ten percent errors. Thos, there is a difference of forty parcentage
poirts between the analytical scores and the SSAT results for this skill.

Among the remaining two score groups, 5-6 and 7-8, all students "mastered”
this skill in actual writing; whereas, on the SSAT, 81% of the former and 93%
of the latter passed this skill.

What explanation can be suggested for these eccurrences? They differ from the
expected outcome, which says that poor performance on objective test items
should reinforce/be reinforced by equally poor pe~formance on production
items. Comparing the subject-verb forms contained in the SSAT items with the
subj ‘ct-verb forms supplied by the essay writers might be helpful.* Among the
five SSAT items were .wo sentences having plural subjects needing simple
plural verbs. For these, students had to select the correct subject form for
one and the correct verb form for the other. A third item was a sentence with
a singular subject follewed by a prepositional phrase. For this, students were
required to select a sivple singular verb. In the remaining two items, one
subject was compound, the other was plural, preceded by a compound adjectivn,
Students were required to select similar answers, both plural verb phrase,
containing an auxiliary verb and the past participle form of an irregular verb
(even)though the skill does not specify students’ knowledge of irregular verb
fovms).

In their essays, <tudents used many simple plural subjects and simple plural
verbs similar to the first two aforementioned SS.., items (i.e., plural
subjects needing simple plural verbs). However, only . few essays contained
tne compound subject/plural verb form, and only in the 7-8 group did essays
contain a subject and verb interrupted by a prepositional phrase. The most
frequently used forms consisted of a singular or plural simple subject with a

*To maintain test security, actual SSAT-I test items are not included in this
report. Their substance, however, is connoted for the sake of clarity.
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singular or plural simple verb. Verb phrases, when employed, usually consisted
of was-were or has-have and a present or past participle.

Students tend to select forms with which they are familiar and comfortable.
This accounts for the high levels of performance across all holistic score
groups in student-generated subject-verb agreement. The frequency of simple
subject/simple verb usage suggests that these forms are the most familiar to
students, and this is the probable reason they are used more frequently than
others. However, items of this type appeared only two or three times (of the
five) on the SSAT. Even if students answered these two or three correctly,
mere guessing at the remaining items might not have been enough to correctly
answer the four or five items required to demonstrate mastery of the skill.

]
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On the SSAT, students demonstrated this skill by selecting one of four verb
forms to complete a given sentence. This SSAT skill was passed by 43%, 75%,
89%, and 97% of holistic writing score groups 2-3, 4, 5-6, and 7-8
respectively. Comparing SSAT results to students’ actual writing practices
shows that while 1little difference exists between the two scores among
students: in the three highest holistic score groups, again a difference is
found in the 2-3 group. A1l papers studied for this report employed some forms
of irregular verbs. Of the twenty-five essays from the low holistic score
group, 52% were free of this error, and another 24% had less than the maximum
twenty percent error rate allowed by the SSAT. Thus, 76% of these students
demonstrated this skill successfully in actual writing, one third more than on
the SSAT. In the next higher writing score group, 4, 53% of the papers
contained no errors, and another third had up to sixteen percent errors, for a
total of 87%-demonstrating correct use of appropriate irregular verbs and thus
"passing” this skill; whereas, 75% passed this portion of the SSAT.

Four of the five irregular verbs featured in the SSAT items were used by
students in their essays, but many other irregular verbs also appeared. Most
frequently used were "began," "knew," "took," "left," "felt," and "thought,"
as well as forms of "be," “go,” and "do.’ The essays in the 7-8 group were
more likely than the others to contain less common 1irreqular verbs, such as
"stung," "held," "wound,® "swam,® and "loosen."

mmmmumﬁmmﬂ_amu

In this skill also, the 2-3 papers contained fewer overall errors than the
SSAT -score for the same group would suggest. The SSAT allows a maximum error
rate of thirty percent for this skill, but in the analytical scoring, the
maximum was seven percent for students in the 2-3 group. This was done because
students are likely to use only those words that they think they can spell
correctly. The smaller allowance for errors somewhat compensates for the
difference between the two kinds of "items," that of identifying ten correctly
spelled words taken from a master list (Florida Lists for Assessment of
Spelling, or FLAS), and that of supplying correctly spelled words from the
student’s own "master list." Even with this lower error rate applied to their
essays, 80% of the students in the 2-3 group “passed” this skill. However, it
must be noted that thirty-nine percent of the 209 words misspelled by these
students are FLAS words from grades three, five, eight, and eleven. Only two
students had no errors in FLAS words, and only seven students had five or more
errors in FLAS words.
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This skill requires students to identify the correct spelling of a word formed
by adding a given suffix to a given we-d. For example, a typical item might be
the following: If the suffix -]y is added to the word happy, which answer is
the correct spelling of the new word? The options might includ2 spelling
variations such as "happly,"” "happyly,” happilly,” as well as. "happily.”

With that in mind, the essays were studied for correct spellings of words with
suffixes. Using the SSAT error rate of twenty percent as the criterion
resulted in all students "passing” with 100% accuracy. This included the
lowest group, of which only 65% passed the same skill on the SSAT. Among
essays in writing score group 4, analytical scores for this skill were
nineteen percentage points higher than on the SSAT. Essays in writing score
groups 5-6 and 7-8 earned, respectively, ten and two percentage points more
than for the SSAT.

Most common in the 25 essays of students in the 1ow holistic score group were
the correctly added suffixes indicating plurals (19 essays) and present or
past participles (22 and 16 essays respectively). Each form was misspelled
three times. The -1y, -er, -y, and -ion suffixes were found next most
frequently (in 8, 5, 4, and 3 essays each) with two misspellings occurring
only in the -1y form. Several other suffixes appeared without errors in only
one or two essays each, such as -est, -ful, -ous, and -en.

- E S R

On this skill, the group of students with holistic scores of 2-3 performed
better in actual writing than on the SSAT, although the difference between the
two measures is smaller here tnan for any other skill. However, for all other

groups of students, analytical scorés here were lower than were the SSAT
scores.

Recent SSAT-1 items used to measure this skill contained context clues which
may have led students to select the correct response. In these items, students
were to identify that capitalization was needed in the following cases:

1, Thelsrme of a holiday, for which the test stem contained the word
"holiday";

2. The name of a corporation which the stem implied to be a place of
business;

3. A three-word name of a school, which was not likely to be easily
confused with the common roun "school"” preceded by two common
adjectives because the first two words were capped;

4. The name of a mythological figure referenced by the word "goddess” in
the stem; and

5. The name of a language, for which the test stem contained the name of
another language as well as the word "1anguage. "

In actual writing, most students used a variety of proper nouns, but few used
proper adjectives. Most proper nouns were names of persons, with names of
places occurring next most often. For example, in writing score group 5-6,
where analytical scores on this skill were down twenty percentage points from
the SSAT results, all papers employed this skill, and names of persons appear
twice as frequently as names of places.
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BUREAU RESPONSE
TO REPORT*

*The following section is a response initiated ard developed by the Bureau of
Education program staff and is not an official part of the report itself.




December 16, 1987

RESPONSE TO THE FEBRUARY 198£ETENTH GRADE PRODUCTION WRITING ASSESSMENT
PORT

A review of the February 1987 Tenth Grade Production Writing Assessment
has been completed by the Bureau of Education staff. As a result of this
review and based upon the information contained in the referenced report, the
following recommendation is made:

Since there are implications for the Department of Education, the
study should be transmitted to the Assessment, Testing, and
Evaluation Section of the Florida Department of Education for its
considersation.

This recommendation has been reviewed by Mrs. Zelda Glazer, Dr. Charles
Sherwood, Dr. Gioria McPhee, and Mr. Richard 0. White, and has the

concurrence of this office.
Ay /5

trank de Varona




The School Bosrd of Dade County, Flomhdmsto of
nondiscrimination in educational oymeqt
gvu.lsumdﬁmlmlyto qﬂqponmty all as required
Title V1 of the Civil Rights Act of 1964- prohibits discrimination
on the basis of race, color, religion, or national origin.
Title VI of the Civil Rigints Act of 1964, as amended - prohibits
discrimination in employment cn the basis of race, color, religion,
sex, or national origin,
TlﬂeIXofﬂnEMm_Almﬂmmfim-pdiﬁs
discrimination on the basis of sex.
Age Discrimination Act of 1967, as amended - prohibits dis-
cnmination on the besis of age between 40 and 7G.

Suummufﬂnﬂdﬂmumktoﬂﬂn bits dis-
criminstion against the handicapped. - profs

mm«u Equity Act - pmllhmiummummdn
m, national status or
., orign, marital hendicap

m-sns(nmu % mmu‘ﬂ%

k6



